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Abstract: Policy making concerning prostitution is an element of ongoing processes in Europe. 
Recent changing in laws shed light on the double targets of the policies, they not only regulate 
economic activities of a discussed moral value, but they also attempt to contract sex trafficking 
illegal markets. Research is housing debates concerning the actual relationship occurring between 
prostitution laws and sex trafficking markets. The lack of data due to the illegal aspect of sex 
trafficking markets making them part of the shadow economy are however preventing from 
implementing solid arguments. This study proposes to approach sex trafficking as an illegal 
market, and suggest an analysis of its relationship with prostitution laws. The use of qualitative 
and quantitative data is implemented through a cross-country comparison in order to suggest 
additional elements of influence concerning sex trafficking markets. The main findings suggest 
that the relationship between prostitution laws and sex trafficking is occurring through not only 
the legal frame concerning prostitution but also through the implementation and upholding of the 
law. 
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1  Introduction 
 

  “[…] it is sometimes necessary to change certain laws. But the case is rare; and when it happens it requires the 

most delicate handling; much solemnity ought to be observed, and endless precautions taken, in order to lead the 

people to the natural conclusion that the laws are most sacred, since so many formalities are necessary to their 

abrogation. 

Often they have made them too subtle, following logical instead of natural equity. As a consequence such laws have 

been found too severe; and a spirit of justice required that they should be set aside; but the cure was as bad as the 

disease. Whatever the laws may be, obedience to them is necessary; they are to be regarded as the public conscience, 

with which all private consciences ought to be in conformity.” (Montesquieu, 1721, Letter 79)  

 

This quote from the epistolary novel The Persian Letters is an excerpt from a letter from Usbek to 

Rhedi, the two main characters in the story. It addresses the complexity of changing laws, which 

have a certain importance for society, being regarded as the public conscience and implementing 

important shaping capacities on the minds and behaviour of societies.  

 

1.1 Background 

 

A central element of the framework for institutional economics is the definition of institutions as 

humanly devised formal and informal rules that shapes social interactions and economic activities. 

These rules can correspond to norms, customs, constitutions, laws and so on (North, 1991). Formal 

and informal institutions can therefore be considered as creating incentives and boundaries and 

possibly influencing economic activities. The mechanisms of institutional change, however, are 

extremely complex, as resulting changes are recognized as exercising an influence on activities and 

behaviours, and vice-versa (North, 1990; Adams, 1993). Besides, policy making, as for any other 

institutional change, is the implementation of a set of choices based on imperfect information, 

which can result in unintended consequences (North, 1990). Nonetheless, institutions can be 

considered as a crucial element of activities, as indications of their effects on economic outcomes 

are brought by implemented studies (Woodruff, 2006).  

Laws are generally not homogeneous throughout countries. They might vary drastically such as a 

law permitting the death penalty, or vary subtly. The case of human trafficking and its legislation is 



5 
 

striking. Common agreements such as the “United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 

Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children” (UN, 2000) are commonly ratified, 

however their application and effectiveness vary widely, depending on the countries of interest.  

 

1.2 Relevance 

 

Policy making and the changing of laws represent crucial concerns for societies. As human 

trafficking is commonly regarded as a crime, most societies forbid and punish it. Trafficking 

persists, however, conducted through illegal channels and linked with various economic activities. 

The case of sex trafficking can, for example, be considered as directly linked with prostitution, 

complicating debates concerning the legal status of prostitution. Various legal frames for 

prostitution can be observed throughout countries: it can be generally legal or not, tolerated or not, 

and granular laws can regulate its selling – whether implemented through pimps, in brothels or in 

the streets - and buying.  

The recent change of law in France is an example of the timeliness of this debate. The country has 

voted for the penalization of clients while keeping prostitution legal. The implementation of new 

laws concerning prostitution can be analysed as an opportunity to prevent human trafficking. Sex 

trafficking is a humanitarian issue as it represents a privation of basic human rights. It concerns 

approximatively 1 million individual per year, according to the United States Department of State 

(2015). Eurostat (2014) reported that up to 30 000 individuals were reported as being victims of 

human trafficking in Europe for the period 2010-2012. Sex trafficking also contains an economic 

dimension. Indeed, another motivation to adapt legal systems is to reduce the illegal trafficking 

activities, as they create illegal markets that are unregistered and difficult to control for. Moreover, 

the illegal status of sex trafficking makes the information concerning it scarce, which in turn, make 

policy making difficult and uncertain. 

Having considered the multiple existing legal frames concerning prostitution, the mostly shared 

aim to end human trafficking and sex trafficking and their persistence leads to the research question 

of this study: 

Does the legal status for prostitution and its related activities have an incidence on the illegal market 

of sex-trafficking in human beings? 
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1.3 Aim and scope 

 

The first focus of this study is to create an analysis of the literature concerning human trafficking as a whole 

in order to feature elements of the debate regarding the positive or negative aspects of the legalisation of 

prostitution. This study is aiming at using the arguments found in the literature in order to highlight the 

importance of the laws regarding prostitution when it comes to illegal sex trafficking market and its victims, 

but also to suggest a broadening of the influencing elements taken into accounts. Therefore the fields of 

interest of this study are national legal systems, the legislations concerning prostitution, the quality of their 

application, their relationship with shadow markets and the ways to measure the amplitude of this 

relationship.  

The scope of this study is the suggested relationship between national legal systems concerning prostitution 

and sex trafficking market. It focuses on highlighting the various elements of the debate and their dependent 

theories. Therefore it is synthesising the ongoing debate in order to suggest a method focusing on the market 

of sex trafficking, as a complementary approach to the study of sex trafficking international flows. The use 

of quantitative and qualitative data is implemented with the intention of analysing the extended legal frame 

concerning prostitution and considering additional sources of influence regarding sex trafficking. The use 

of number of victims rather than flows of victims as the core data limits the thesis regarding its time period 

and the extensity of its sample. Indeed, the suggestion of model is presented in an early stage as it is limited 

to the European region.  

As much as the current refugee crisis occurring in Europe is linked with a risk of trafficking through the 

movements of vulnerable populations it entails, this study does not focus on such an element. Indeed, the 

focus on victims numbers rather than flows is implemented in order to avoid confusion between migrant 

flows, human trafficking and sex trafficking. 

 

1.4 Thesis outline 

 

The outline of the thesis follows this organization: the end of the chapter 1 defines the several terms specific 

to the field of study. Chapter 2 presents a synthesis of the literature focusing trafficking as an illegal market 

and the singularity of sex trafficking. Chapter 3 presents the theories expressed in the previous research, it 

also presents a synthesis of the previous research. Chapter 4 develops the problematic concerning data, the 

study’s data and its sources are developed, and their limitations are presented. Then the method used is 

presented. Chapter 5 implements the empirical analysis through descriptive statistics, the results and a 

discussion. Chapter 6 concludes. 
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1.5 Definitions 

 

When studying the question of human trafficking and sex trafficking, several terms can be encountered. For 

more precision, this section defines the terms used in this study, as well as in the previous research and 

theory. The definitions used are from the” United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organized 

Crime And The Protocol Thereto”, also known as the Palermo Protocol, Annex II, Article3, because 

countries part of the sample of the study are all signatories. 

 

 
 

(a) “Trafficking in persons” shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons,  
by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of 
power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a 
person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, 
the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or 
practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs; 

 
(b) The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to the intended exploitation set forth in subparagraph (a) of this article 

shall be irrelevant where any of the means set forth in subparagraph (a) have been used; 
 

(c) The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation shall be 
considered “trafficking in persons” even if this does not involve any of the means set forth in subparagraph (a) of this 
article; 
 

(d) “Child” shall mean any person under eighteen years of age. 
 

 

Subparagraph (a) emphasizes the part sex trafficking takes in human trafficking through the exploitation of 

individuals through prostitution (UN, 2000). Sex trafficking can therefore be considered as a form of human 

trafficking that is only implemented in order to sexually exploit the victims. 

The definitions published by the ILO (Belser, 2005) also emphasize the fact that the transportation of the 

victim can occur on various scales, making it not uniquely an international matter. However, the immediate 

or eventual unwillingness of the victims or their luring is a central point present in all the definitions given. 

A more general and encompassing definition of human trafficking is as an economic activity through which 

traffickers and organizations seek to make profit (Salt & Stein, 1997; Salt, 2000; Schauer & Wheaton, 2006). 

1.5.1 Difference between smuggling and human trafficking 

Human smuggling and human trafficking are two distinct crimes that vary in quite a few aspects. According 

to Nagle-Ortiz (2008), the smuggling of human beings is considered a crime against a State as it consists in 

a threat to the sovereignty and immigration laws of the states. Therefore, it can be treated as a political issue 
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regarding security and border protection. Human trafficking, by contrast, is considered a crime against the 

trafficked human beings themselves. Indeed, in such a process, the trafficked victims are deprived of their 

freedom of choice. This privation of freedom is revealed in dissent emanating from the victim, the use of 

coercion, force or luring processes. The initial consent of trafficking victims is based on their not knowing 

the living or working conditions they will experience as a result of their trafficking. 

The relations occurring between the individuals and the smuggler or trafficker vary not only in their 

duration, but also in their nature. On the one hand, smuggled human beings participate willingly in a 

transaction with their smugglers in order to effectuate an illegal immigration. Once the transportation is 

effectuated, the relation is supposed to end. On the other hand, the victims of human trafficking do no 

contract their traffickers – or at least, not in order to fall into trafficking - and the relation they participate 

in can fluctuate greatly in terms of time. It is essential here to note that smuggling contracts can be broken, 

and the smuggled human beings become trafficked victims, against their will. 

The importance of being able to discern between smuggled human beings and trafficking victims is notable: 

the primary difference between the two crimes lies in the will of individuals. The main risk is to misidentify 

trafficking victims as smuggled persons and denying the assistance they need, deporting them as illegal 

immigrants, and consequently leaving the traffickers’ crime unpunished (Nagle-Ortiz, 2008). 

 

1.5.2  Relation of human trafficking to organized crime 

 

The relation between human trafficking, criminal organizations and their networks is leading to great debates 

through the literature. Researchers such as Hernandez & Rudolph (2015) consider human trafficking as 

being part of an assorted portfolio of activities carried out by criminal organizations. In their assessment of 

organized crime, Europol describes criminal organizations as being “increasingly multi-commodity and 

poly-criminal in their activities” (Europol, 2011, p. 8). Organisations may use human trafficking to spread 

their risks by adding a new activity to their portfolio and diversifying their business activities. Another point 

of view expressed in the literature is highlighting the lack of actual tangible information when dealing with 

any assertions about organized crime (Salt, 2000). 
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2  Previous Research  

 

In this chapter, the previous literature will be presented through its main contributions. First, the 

previous research describing sex trafficking and human trafficking as economic activities taking part 

into illegal markets will be presented. Next, the research concerning policies and their influences on 

trafficking are developed. Finally, the theories developed in the field of studies will be presented. The 

summary made of the previous research concerns both human trafficking and sex trafficking, as a vast 

majority of the literature treats them as a common topic. However, all of the literature represents an 

important input for the studies focusing on sex trafficking individually. Indeed, sex trafficking has 

common features with human trafficking as a whole. 

 

2.1 The Market of Human trafficking and Sex trafficking 

 

2.1.1 Supply and demand  

 

The literature focusing on the economics of human trafficking brings an essential insight into the 

organization of trafficking. Trafficking in human beings as a whole operates as any other market, in which 

the demand and the supply are connected. It can be encountered as a monopolistically competitive industry 

in which the traffickers are the supply for a product: human beings (Wheaton et al., 2010). Let us here note 

that the vast majority, if not all, of the literature focuses on human trafficking and generally forced labour, 

the part of human trafficked for removal of organs is often not taken into account. 

On the human trafficking market, the demand for a coerced labour represents a supply incentive for through 

the channel of an illegal market. The demand can therefore be considered as one of the drivers of such a 

market, and as it increases, the market traffickers are appealed to increase their supply (Schloenhardt, 1999; 

Akee et al., 2011; Cho, 2012; Reynolds, 1986). The assumed significant demand breeds findings which state 

that the illegality or prohibition of the use of slave labour would not eradicate it (Wheaton et al., 2010). 

Prostitution and human trafficking are used to illustrate the reasoning by Cho et al. (2013).  

Demand represents a crucial incentive to supply trafficked individuals and ensures the profitability of 

creating or maintaining an illegal market. Consequently, in the literature focusing on the demand for coerced 

labour, researchers encounter the greater attraction of high-income countries for such markets, as they 

hypothetically ensure a higher profit (Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2013; Hernandez & Rudolph, 2015) .The 

latter findings serve as a logical link with the literature focusing on the profit generated by trafficking which 
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is thus considered as an economic activity, with actors focusing on the creation of profit (Salt, 2000; Salt & 

Stein, 1997). 

  

2.1.2 Profit 

 

Human trafficking is considered to be a significant market when it comes to the profit generated. In spite 

of the bans on such a market type, the occurrence of human trafficking is almost omnipresently identified 

in most nations (Wheaton et al., 2010). Slave labour represents the lowest cost of labour possible. The 

victims are not paid or receive an extremely low wage. The expectations of profit generations justify the 

implementation of such practices (Schauer & Wheaton, 2006) . 

However, the estimations vary significantly according to whether forced labour is treated in its totality as a 

whole sector, if sex trafficking and human trafficking are considered two different sectors, and if trafficking 

in human beings is encountered as an activity of the portfolio of criminal organizations or not. The UNDOC 

(2006) analyses sex trafficking as part of organized crime and its second source of profit, while Nagle-Ortiz 

(2008) estimates human trafficking to be the fastest growing sector in organized crime and the third most 

profitable. Contradicting these estimations, the Schauer & Wheaton (2006), finds human trafficking to be 

more lucrative than both arms and drug trafficking. When trafficking human beings through countries, 

traffickers may earn between five and twenty times their initial investment. As it has been stated, other 

findings suggest the lack of tangible elements to justify the gathering and comparison of all the criminal 

trafficking activities (Salt, 2000). 

 

 

2.1.3 Sex trafficking as a separate market 

 

One can argue that estimating illegal markets might be nebulous because of the scant availability of data, 

the lack of global consensus regarding the definitions and delimitations of activities such as trafficking in 

human beings, and the important unobserved role of illegal markets. Indeed, some findings in the literature 

call for separating sex trafficking and forced labour as unique sectors in order to obtain more precision 

.Findings in such a field are justified by the supposed high share of sex trafficking in the forced labour 

trafficking (Akee et al., 2011; Eusrostat, 2014; Belser, 2005). Other sporadic estimations attempt to deepen 

the analysis of the sex trafficking phenomenon and to estimate the commonly assumed high share of women 

and children within forced sex labour. (US Department of State, 2015; Limoncelli, 2009) 
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2.1.4 Illegal Markets  

 

Human trafficking and sex trafficking are markets, as legal markets, are composed of a demand and a supply. 

However, due to the illegality of the activity, transactions are hard to register and measure. There is not any 

officially recognized marketplace for trafficking, as might exist for legal goods. The need to hide the illegal 

activities, in order to avoid prosecution, complicates the implementation of an analysis of such market 

(Friedman et al., 2000; Schauer & Wheaton, 2006; Schneider, 2004). 

A plethora of terms is used to refer to unregistered economic activities. Broader terms referring to 

unregistered economies are underground economy or shadow economy, which concerns legal activities 

avoiding registrations for tax issues or because of concerns regarding the conformity of their infrastructures, 

and illegal activities (Smith, 1994). Illegal markets are considered as a sub-group of the shadow economy 

and are defined as activities creating income while violating the legal statutes of legitimate forms of trade 

(Feige, 1990). Human trafficking and sex trafficking are considered market- based production activities, and 

are thus assimilated into the classification of illegal markets (Smith, 1994). 

The main issue concerning the analysis of illegal markets is the shortcomings of measurements of their 

economic activities. Indeed, as the illegal markets are not registered, proxies are needed to implement raw 

estimations. The available material to effectuate these calculations is scarce. However, estimating the size 

and activities of illegal markets is a crucial stake for policy making. A deep understanding of the causes of 

the underground economy and its illegal markets is necessary in order to prevent from their expansion, or 

to abolish them (Feige, 1990; Belser, 2005). 

 

 

2.2 Policy influence on illegal markets 

 

The shadow economy and illegal markets are issues challenging societies, and many attempts are made to 

eradicate the activities involved. The most commonly observed answer to shadow economy activities is the 

implementation of prosecutions leading to punishments (Schneider, 2004). The case of sex trafficking 

complicates policy making , as sex slaves issued from the illegal sex market are also impacted by laws 

regulating prostitution and its related activities. 

In their study about the determinants of unofficial activity, Friedman et al. (2000) suggested an important 

bilateral relation between institutions and the activities of the unofficial economy. Their findings are parallel 

to the field of study analysing the interactions between the laws, the shadow economy, human trafficking 

and sex trafficking. The legislations concerning prostitution and the trafficking of victims are thought to 
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have a major influence on the profitability of the market of sex trafficking. According to Akee et al.(2011) 

and Jakobsson & Kotsadam (2013), the legislations influence the characteristics and structure of the whole 

commercial sex market, along with its trafficking portion.  

However, the interpretations of the effects of the legislations on sex trafficking vary considerably. Indeed, 

according to some of the literature studying sex trafficking, the legalization of prostitution is synonymous 

with an increase of sex trafficking victims, while the prohibition of prostitution creates an opposite effect 

on human trade (Cho et al., 2013; Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2013). Other findings contradict this correlation, 

or express the lack of the effect of legal status of prostitution on the number of sex trafficking victims 

(Hernandez & Rudolph, 2015). 

Studies from Hernandez & Rudolph (2015) and Friedman et al. (2000) conclude that the quality of the 

implementation of the legislations is a more precise key element. Indeed, regulatory factors and institutional 

quality are elements that correspond to the ability of governments to deal with traffickers and individuals 

who commit illegal activities related to the latter. It is thought that if the law enforcement is weak or of a 

poor quality, the chances of exposure would be lower for criminals. Therefore, criminal activity – such as 

sex trafficking - tends to be more numerous in countries with a weak law enforcement and institutions of a 

poor quality, whereas risks to be detected and prosecuted are lower. The quality of the institutions also has 

an impact on the victims of sex trafficking, as the higher the quality of the institutions, the higher the 

protection of the victims is thought to be. A better protection is made possible by an increase in control 

over international borders, a higher social trust and a development of the legislation for commercial sex 

services. Moreover, corruption is considered another important element, compromising the effectiveness 

of institutions, as it is associated with a more important rate of unofficial activities (Cho, 2012; Friedman et 

al., 2000).  

Other findings focusing on the quality of institutions and policies analyse the willingness of the traffickers 

to take risks. Before making illegal transactions, traffickers are thought to weigh the expected profit and the 

potential risks in being prosecuted. Therefore, increasing the penalty for sex trafficking is thought to increase 

the cost of human trafficking, influencing the supply side of the market. Moreover, the prohibition of goods 

is thought to be a cause for their increase in price, as their procuration is made riskier (Becker et al., 2006; 

Hughes, 2000; Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2013; Wheaton et al., 2010). However, this branch of the literature 

acknowledges the crucial role of the quality of the institutions, as it is encountered as an essential condition 

for the effectiveness of the institutional mechanism of influence on illegal activities and markets (Friedman 

et al., 2000).  

A significant majority of the literature is studying sex trafficking and human trafficking as phenomena 

characterized by international flows of trafficked victims. This approach is an effective way to identify sex 

trafficking route patterns and the bilateral relations occurring between countries providing flows of 

trafficked victims, countries transiting them, and countries attracting the trafficking flows. 
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2.3 Immigration and flows 

 

Studies focusing on human trafficking and sex trafficking as international flows establish a strong bond 

between these flows and various immigration waves. This link is justified in the literature by elements 

creating a reciprocal influence mechanism between the human trafficking process and the immigration 

process. The work of Jakobsson & Kotsadam (2013) analyses migrations routes as a logistics cost-saving 

existing infrastructure. They suggest an influence between the importance of migration and the profit 

making of human trafficking, as establishing a migration route is encountered as a fixed cost procedure.  

Another important influence emanating from migration is linked to the policies preventing it and regulating 

it. Immigration laws are believed to have an important leveraging power on the potential profit of human 

and sex trafficking. It is due to the effects of anti-migrations laws making legal immigration more arduous, 

and therefore increasing the use of illegal channels for migrations. The increase of use of illegal channels is 

making the international migration routes more cost-effective (Bales, 2007; Hernandez & Rudolph, 2015; 

Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2013; Kwong, 1997; Salt, 2000).  

Human and sex trafficking can also be encountered as businesses making illegal movements between and 

through countries easier. In this process, migration is commodified making it possible for organizations to 

profit from the flows of migration. The activity of criminal organizations functions as a strategic answer to 

the tensions created by the policies restricting migration on the flows of economic migration, as disparities 

are creating attraction and flows worldwide (Salt & Stein, 1997; Nagle-Ortiz, 2008; Van Impe, 2000; Chuang, 

2006). The situation of imbalances between the proportion of the population willing to migrate and the 

restrictions on migration is considered as giving the traffickers the possibility of arbitrage between the 

countries offering a pool of migrants possible to enslave and the target markets where the trafficking would 

allow profit-making (Schauer & Wheaton, 2006). Suggestions to eradicate the phenomenon are made, 

Chuang (2006) suggests the importance of the conditions of countries providing the pool of migration, 

allowing the implementation of opportunistic behaviours from smugglers and traffickers. Bales (2005) 

suggests more flexible conditions for legal immigration for workers, in order to decrease restrictions and 

prevent from the development of an underground trade system, as prohibition would not eradicate the 

activity. 

However, since these findings are treating the topic as being part of criminal organisations with broad 

portfolios of activity, one might argue that dealing with human trafficking, sex trafficking and other criminal 

activities might lead to the risk of creating confusion between migrations, human smuggling and trafficking. 

Therefore, one can suggest treating these topics and their relation with policies separately in order to use 

more precise data and cases. 

A nuance may be addressed to the flow study of trafficking: such a method might not be efficient for forced 

labour or sex trafficked victims having entered a country legally before having been enslaved. Hernandez & 
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Rudolph (2015) expose various ways individuals can be enslaved, without crossing borders illegally, 

fallacious job offers and border crossing services contracting debts to migrants are some ways used by 

traffickers to facilitate borders crossing. Moreover, not all flow of trafficked human beings is international, 

indeed some trafficked victims – for forced labour or sex slavery - are trafficked locally in their home 

countries. Internal enslavements processes thus risked to be neglected by the study of international flows 

of trafficking and migrations (Akee et al., 2011; Belser, 2005). 

 

3 Theory 

 

The research field of human trafficking is still in its early stages, due to the scarcity of the data and its quality. 

Also, the economic literature dealing with prostitution is expanding but remains scarce. The difficulty to 

gather data and conduct a quantitative analysis is mentioned by researchers as the main element explaining 

the somewhat newness of the field (Hernandez & Rudolph, 2015; Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2013; Cho et al., 

2013). Therefore, theories concerning the effect of policies regarding prostitution on sex-trafficking victims 

and the market of sex trafficking are not numerous. This situation is referred to as a theoretical gap by Salt 

(2000). The majority of the current theoretical framework is composed of two main theories that link the 

legal status of prostitution, sex trafficking and human trafficking. 

 

3.1.1 The “Scale Effect” and “Substitution Effect” theory 

 

The theory of the scale effect and substitution effect encompasses two different theoretical interpretations 

of the possible effects of the legal status of prostitution in societies has on the importance of sex trafficking 

and human trafficking. This theoretical frame focuses mainly on the effect of the legalization of prostitution 

on the demand for illegal prostitution and sex trafficking victims.  

The scale effect suggests a positive relation between the legalisation of prostitution and human trafficking 

(or sex trafficking, depending on the studies). This positive relation would be linked with a supposed increase 

in the demand for prostitution as it gets legalised. If the increase of demand is too high when compared to 

the legal supply of prostitutes, making it insufficient to answer the demand, the illegal market for sex 

addresses the demand and increases its activity. 

The substitution effect, on the other hand, suggests a negative relation between the legalization of 

prostitution and human or sex trafficking. The offer for legal prostitution is therefore considered as a 
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sufficient substitution for illegal prostitution, redirecting the demand towards the legal sex market (Aghatise, 

2004; Akee et al., 2011; Cho et al., 2013; Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2013).  

As Cho et al. (2013) suggest that the theoretical framework can be qualified as “theoretically indeterminate”, 

as it is composed of two supposed contradictory effects of the legalization of prostitution on the frequency 

of trafficking. Therefore, a conflict is observable within the literature. Jakobsson & Kotsadam (2013) suggest 

a clear positive effect of the legalization of prostitution on the extent of the human trade. Aghatise (2004) 

expresses the link between permitting the commercialisation of bodies and the existence of human 

trafficking. Neither of the two previous researches use the terms “scale effect” or “substitution effect”, but 

one might interpret their findings as being closely related to the “scale effect” part of the theory. Cho et al. 

(2013) led an empirical study leading them to lean towards a superior scale effect when legalizing prostitution 

rather than a substitution effect.  

According to Hernandez & Rudolph (2015), the conflict between the scale effect and substitution effect 

theory is visible through the formation of two main opinions concerning the legalisation of prostitution. On 

the one hand, an “abolitionist” interpretation leans towards the scale effect. This interpretation would 

mainly be shared by individuals aiming to prohibiti the prostitution. On the other hand, a “supporter” 

interpretation leans towards the substitution effect, and therefore supports the depenalisation or legalisation 

of the commercialisation of sex services as an answer to the illegal sex market and the trafficking it induces.  

Cho et al. (2013) interpret the disagreements concerning the effects of legalizing prostitution on the illegal 

sex market as evidence of the empirical aspect of the question. Thus empirical studies would be the answer 

to the contradictory elements composing the theoretical frame. Nonetheless, one might doubt the possibility 

of effectuating such empirical studies as data gathered through long time periods or uniform data is lacking, 

as stated previously.  

 

3.1.2 The “Push Factors” and “Pull Factors” theory 

 

The theory of push and pull factors is intrinsically linked with the field of study focusing on the flows of 

trafficking occurring between countries. It is important to remind here that the push and pull theory gathers 

the same limitation than the flows studies; due to their international aspect, it can be argued that they neglect 

the victims trafficked in their own country, as an example.  

The push and pull theory consists, first, in the sorting of countries between “source countries” and 

“destination countries” or “host countries”, where some countries are considered as being the main sources 

of flows of human trafficking, while other countries are considered as being attracting the flows. The 

countries are therefore conceptualised within bilateral matches. In a second instance, the theoretical frame 

consists in the delineation of push factors as elements linked to the flows leaving source countries, and pull 
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factors, linked to the incoming flows in destination countries. The concepts of this theory are closely linked 

with the notion of movement. Human trafficking is consequently analysed through the quantified intensity 

of its flows occurring between the two groups of countries. The force attracting the flows of human and 

sex trafficking, within the bilateral matches of countries, supposed in this model is often linked to the use 

of quantitative methods such as gravity-like models (Akee et al., 2011; Cho, 2012; Hernandez & Rudolph, 

2015; Nagle-Ortiz, 2008; Van Impe, 2000). 

As Hernandez & Rudolph (2015) summarize it, the push and pull factors constitute the countries’ 

characteristics that influence the intensity and direction of the human and sex trafficking flows. The 

influence of these factors is due to the fact that trafficking is a profit-oriented activity. The traffickers intend 

to gather victims where it is the least costly, transport them through the least risky routes if transportation 

is needed, and implement their exploitation in countries presenting a possible high return on investment. 

The flows created are the explanation for what is considered as bilateral matches (Akee et al., 2011). 

There is no general consensus concerning the nature of push and pull factors in the literature (Cho, 2012). 

However, one might distinguish common trends in the choice of explanatory variables of push and pull 

factors, the majority concern policy and their quality. Akee et al. (2011) propose the granting of amnesty for 

the discovered victims, Jakobsson & Kotsadam (2013) include the rule of law in countries, Stoecker (1998) 

suggests corruption and the mistrust it entails, and most studies discuss the topic of gender equality (Cho, 

2012; Hernandez & Rudolph, 2015; Stoecker, 1998;Wheaton et al., 2010). The prevalence of crime is not a 

topic of consensus regarding its supposed linked with human and sex trafficking. Cho (2012) contests its 

real impact on trafficking while Jakobsson & Kotsadam (2013) support its importance as a pull factor by 

using heroin smuggling as a control variable. 

 In order to address the lack of consensus in this field of study, Cho (2012) intended to draw the boundaries 

of the theoretical push and pull factors by undertaking an empirical study of the factors across a wide range 

of countries. Such a study aims at highlighting a baseline model, as its review of the factors proposed in the 

literature is supposed to test their robustness and therefore justify their status of push and pull factors. The 

robustness of the factors would eventually lead to the objective choice of variables. The selected factors are 

organised between four main pillars: migration, crime, vulnerability, policy and institutional efforts.  
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3.2 Synthesis of Previous Research and Theory 

 

The existing theoretical framework comprises various debates as the supposed effects of the legal status of 

prostitution in countries on the importance of sex and human trafficking is considered from the perspective 

two contradictory theories. Moreover, the factors assumed to explain the provenance, direction and intensity 

of the trafficking remain under discussion within the literature. Therefore, the empirical studies which shape 

a considerable part of the body of literature attempt to assess the debate with tools that may overcome the 

theoretical contradictions (Cho et al., 2013). 

Concerning the method and points of focus in the empirical studies, many disagreements are observed. 

According to whether the findings focus on a geographical matter, a social one or on an economic 

estimation, the methods used vary considerably. Indeed, studies focusing on geographical matters will be 

using indicators such as the reported density of the flows of trafficking victims between various countries 

when implementing models (Cho et al., 2013;Hernandez & Rudolph, 2015; Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2013; 

(Salt, 2000). While some of the trafficking flows studies focus mainly on the migration routes, others include 

the dimension of the determinants explaining the intensity of the flows (Cho, 2012; Chuang, 2006; Friedman 

et al., 2000). Studies comprising a background closer to social studies tend to focus mainly on the 

stigmatizing and vulnerabilizing the legal system might induce for particulars ethnicities, gender or ages 

through qualitative estimations (Limoncelli, 2009; Stoecker, 1998). Some sporadic economic findings focus 

on calculating the sizes of illegal markets through the estimation of their profits, (Belser, 2005). A seminal 

paper by Outshoorn (2004) implemented a qualitative typology for prostitution legal regimes and is 

acknowledged and replicated in other studies. This typology creates a distinction between three policy 

regimes concerning prostitution: regulation, prohibition and abolition. The policy regime of regulation 

corresponds to a system in which prostitution is legal and where the state intervenes by regulating 

prostitution. The prohibition regime refers to a regime in which prostitution is illegal and the prostitutes are 

liable to penalties. The policy regime of abolition corresponds to a regime in which third-party involvement 

– corresponding to pimping and brothel ownership - is criminalized while prostitution is not criminalized. 

Other studies added another kind of legal regime; the neo-abolition, which corresponds to a system in which 

only the clients are criminalized (Cho, 2012; Di Nicola et al., 2005). Moreover, the type of data used in 

quantitative studies varies in such a way that comparisons are difficult to perform. Indeed, some chose the 

density of the flows of trafficking victims. Other chose the number of trafficking victims or number of sex 

trafficking victims. However, the latter uses mostly simple statistical methods such as correlation analysis 

(Di Nicola et al., 2005). 

In view of the important heterogeneity, even in the currently scarce literature, authors such as Van Impe 

(2000) have been drawing attention to the fact that human trafficking would hardly be a unidimensional 

issue, but rather an issue affected by numerous and entangled factors. Moreover, in order to raise 

international studies, the data needs to be uniformly collected and coordinated, with some sort of 
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normalization as to make it comparable between different sets of countries. Finally, due to the eclectic nature 

of the issue, studies should tend towards a multidisciplinary approach. In the concluding section of the study 

on the determinants of human trafficking, Cho (2012) suggests country cases and regional studies focusing 

on a certain type of human trafficking, as a coherent and necessary next advancement for this area of 

research. Indeed, it may be necessary to shift away from the sole focus on the flows of trafficking between 

origin and destination countries, which may ignore domestic trafficking 

 

4 Data & Method 

 

The point of focus of this study is the number of victims of sex trafficking as it is used as a proxy for 

estimating the size of the sex trafficking market. Therefore, the variable studied is in total numbers instead 

of flows. The format of the variable of interest presents the advantage of being able to take into account 

the possible international victims brought into a country and exploited as well as the national victims, as 

stated earlier. In addition, the countries in the sample contain cases considered in the literature as both 

sources and destination of sex trafficking flows (Cho, 2012). The format of the data used is however a 

constraint regarding the possible methods to use; the implementation of attraction models is not possible 

as the measures are not concerning flows. However, some of the variables from a meta-analysis by Cho 

(2012) that measures robustness of the determinants of push and pull factors (and flows studies) are 

considered in this study, as long as they could be expected to have some influence in the total number of 

sex trafficking victims.  

 

 

4.1 Scarcity of data 

 

Heckathorn (1997) identified “Hidden Population” as a part of the population to which the size and 

boundaries are unknown and characterized by strong privacy concerns, as the affiliation to such a group 

involves stigmatized or illegal behaviours. Consequently, the individuals who take part in this group are in 

most cases not willing to divulge their membership. The actors of the sex trafficking markets -victims, 

traffickers and clients- are considered to be part of the hidden population. The situation of the parties 

involved in the sex trafficking markets prevents from effective data collection and is commonly 

acknowledged in the literature. Another important obstacle to data collection is victim hiding, which makes 

it arduous to identify them (Hernandez & Rudolph, 2015). Moreover, most businesses officially register 

themselves using different activity labels, such as massage parlours or nightclubs (Belser, 2005). 
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The scarcity of data is one of the main shortcomings for the field of study focusing on human trafficking 

and more precisely, on sex trafficking. Moreover, the existing data is considered –in majority- as being of 

poor quality or poorly reliable, not evenly measured among the regions and therefore hardly comparable 

(Cho et al., 2013; Cho, 2012; Wheaton et al., 2010; Salt, 2000). Furthermore, independent of any moral 

consideration, prostitution – forced or not - faces the same issue concerning productivity measurement as 

activities of the third sector. It is hardly considered as a productive economic activity. Official data 

concerning this activity and its black market are thus woefully scarce. (Belser, 2005) 

A consensus in the literature has been reached, concerning the need for further research and data collection 

regarding human trafficking and sex trafficking. Such a need for data limits the current number of 

quantitative studies and is the reason for the actual absence of available measurement of the size of the 

prostitution market and the sex trafficking market at a global level (Belser, 2005; Cho, 2012; Jakobsson & 

Kotsadam, 2013). Furthermore, many simplifications are required when creating models that measure sex 

trafficking. Thus, cultural norms concerning prostitution, as an example, are difficult to include into 

calculations (Cho, 2012). 

 

 

4.2 Data used and sources 

 

4.2.1 Proxy for sex trafficking 

 

So as to estimate approximatively the sex trafficking market, the number of sex trafficking victims per 

country is used as a proxy. The dependent variable of interest is therefore “Identified and presumed victims 

of sex trafficking” (average for the time period 2010-2012), coded as “avgvic”. The data source for this 

variable is a report by Eurostat, “Trafficking in Human Beings” (Eusrostat, 2014). The original database 

contains information regarding the 28 members of the European Union, candidates to the integration to 

the EU and countries that are part of the European Free Trade Association and the European Economic 

Area. The data has been collected through various sources, some of them being police, immigration 

authorities, border guards, and NGOs. This study is part of the Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and 

combatting trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims. The directive stressed the imperative for 

the European Union to improve data collection and studies concerning the various forms of human 

trafficking in order to better understand it and better prevent it. Moreover, the directive emphasises the 

importance to gather and harmonise the data collected at the European level in order to assess the results 

of anti-trafficking actions. In the continuation of the directive, the European Commission adopted a 

communication on the EU strategy towards the Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings 2012-2016. This 

communication highlights the need to break down the data collected into age categories, genders of the 
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victims, and the type of human trafficking occurring, with the aim of guaranteeing more precision for the 

data. Therefore, the statistics concern the victims of the various forms of human trafficking for the period 

2010-2012. 

  

The proxy used for the size of the sex trafficking market is therefore the “identified and presumed victims 

of sex trafficking” rather than the total number of victims of trafficking. The term “identified” is used for 

individuals who have been formally identified by the relevant authorities as victims of sex trafficking. The 

term “presumed” refers to victims that meet the criteria to be considered as victims of sex trafficking without 

being formally identified by the relevant authorities, or who have refused to be formally identified as sex 

trafficking victims. Having information concerning the identified and especially the presumed victims brings 

preciseness to the database as it improves upon information, relative to self-reported victims. 

The main aim of the Eurostat report is to quantify the amount of trafficking victims more efficiently in 

order to properly analyse the current situation and to recognize which policies to implement in order to 

contest this crime. As the victims are being used as a proxy for the size of the analysed illegal market, the 

report represents the core source of data for the study. 

 

 

4.2.2 Limitations 

 

The interest of the study is sex trafficking, rather than human trafficking as a whole. Therefore, the country 

sample size for the study depends on the availability of data about the number of victims concerned with 

human trafficking exclusively. Not all of the countries included in the database “Trafficking in Human 

Beings” (Eusrostat, 2014) were able to provide information regarding the break-down of the total victims 

of human trafficking into different categories of exploitation. In order to implement the analysis, a sampling 

has been effectuated from the Eurostat database; countries which provide data concerning the number of 

sex trafficking separately from the victims of human trafficking were selected. The sample contains 28 

countries; it is a mix of European Union members and non-members.1 

As gathering the data from a large number of sources allows a more exhaustive comprehension of the 

situation of human trafficking in Europe, it also affects the quality of the data, and therefore the comparisons 

of data between the countries. The various statuses of the sources might also influence the quality of the 

data. Indeed, organisations and governmental institutions might report the occurrence of human trafficking 

through different methods and counting rule. Such variations could be affecting the reported values. It is 

acknowledged in the report that some organisations might decide to register the victims when they report 

the crime, such information would be considered as “input statistics”. It is also acknowledged that other 

sources might decide to register the victims when their case is investigated and confirmed as legitimate, such 

                                                           
1 See appendix1 for the comprehensive list of countries  
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information would be considered as “output information”. Moreover, other sources might decide to use 

“intermediate statistics”, which consist of reporting of the victims at any moment while officially confirming 

their victim status. 

Moreover, the quality of the reporting process of the different countries can create an important bias. In 

spite of the attempt to use governmental and non-governmental sources, the bias might remain as all 

countries could not provide different sources for their data. One might raise doubts concerning the absence 

of bias in the data, as the quality of the police data gathering and reporting services –providing the major 

part of the data- and the priority given to the counting and reporting of victims might vary between states.  

 

It is important to note that identification of the victims persists as one of the main difficulties when 

attempting to measure human trafficking and sex trafficking. The visions concerning the definition of the 

term “victim” still diverge from one to the other. Indeed, the standardisation and harmonisation of the 

registration of the victims is not yet effective, creating differences between the inputs provided by countries. 

In this study the estimated amount of sex trafficking victims is used as a proxy for the size of the market of 

sex trafficking in human beings, as it is assumed as the simplest available proxy to use, contrary to flows of 

victims which can be contested as it neglects victims originating from the same country and contrary to 

estimated profits, as the pricing mechanisms in prostitution are not fixed nor transparent (Belser, 2005). 

 

  

 

 

4.2.2.1 Qualitative data: 

 

The aim of this study is to analyse the possible effects of the legal status of prostitution and the dependent 

legalisations it entails on the sex trafficking market. In order to analyze the legal systems of each country, a 

taxonomy has been effectuated. It reflects the qualitative legal environment concerning prostitution, its 

implementation and consumption. The taxonomy corresponds to a simplified version of the classifications 

implemented by Outshoorn (2004) and Di Nicola et al. (2005) in their studies, it can be divided into three 

parts. 

First the cases studied are separated into two different groups: countries where prostitution is legal and 

countries where it is illegal. The dummy variable coded as “legprosti” corresponds to this qualitative 

classification of the legal prostitution in each country. The value 0 corresponds to prostitution as being not 

legal under any form, inversely, the value 1 corresponds to the prostitution being legal. As soon as one type 

of prostitution is legal - indoors, outdoors or in protected zones -, the value attributed is 1. If any kind of 

prostitution –indoors, outdoors or in protected zones- is tolerated, prostitution is considered as legal. If 

every form of prostitution is forbidden or punished, prostitution is considered as illegal. The particular case 
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of Bulgaria, in which prostitution is not specifically addressed in the constitution, is sorted as a case in which 

prostitution is tolerated, corresponding to the assumption that what is not forbidden may be considered 

tolerated. 

In order to differentiate more precisely the legal systems in which prostitution is legal, two further groupings 

are implemented. These groupings are only concerning countries with legal prostitution as, understandably; 

prostitution related activities cannot be made legal in a country where prostitution is not tolerated or illegal. 

One of these groupings focuses on the legality of the third-party involvement. The dummy variable coded 

as “leg3rdparty” corresponds to the qualitative classification of the legal status of the third-party 

involvement in prostitution which is, as presented previously, including brothel ownership and pimping. 

The value 0 corresponds to the illegality of the third-party involvement. Inversely, the value 1 corresponds 

to the legality of the third-party involvement. Countries with a value 0 for the variable “legprosti” have 

automatically a value 0 for “leg3rdparty” as, it has already been noted previously; prostitution related 

activities can only be made legal in countries where prostitution itself is legal or tolerated. The motivation 

to gather these two elements under the same variable lies from the constraints linked with limited amount 

of cases studied and the nuance in country laws.  

The other grouping step consists in sorting the countries where prostitution is measured legal, according to 

whether the clients of prostitutes are treated as acting illegally and planning sanctions towards these latter, 

or whether the clients are allowed to use the services offered by legal prostitutes. The dummy variable coded 

as “penclient” corresponds to the possible penalization of clients in countries where prostitution is 

considered legal. A value 0 corresponds to no penalties planned for clients. Inversely, a value 1 corresponds 

to a penalization of the clients. (see figure 1.) 

 

Figure 1. Legality tree for prostitution 

The qualitative data is constructed from the following sources: the Study on National Legislation on Prostitution 

and the Trafficking in Women and Children by the European Parliament, the Report on Prostitution Laws in the 

European Union, the Country Reports on Human Right Practices by the U.S. Department of State and the 

Historical Archives of the Norwegian Ministry of Justice. (Di Nicola et al., 2005; Danna, 2014; U.S. 

Department of State, 2016; Norwegian Penal Code, 2016) 
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4.2.2.2  Expectations and limitations 

 

The expectations regarding the influence of legality of prostitution are mixed, due to the current debate in 

the literature. However, it is expected that this variable depends heavily on other elements, such as the 

quality of the implementation of the law and its consequent regulation. Concerning third-party involvement, 

most of the literature linking prostitution and criminal activities links the third-party involvement through 

pimping and brothel ownership with an increase in sex trafficking, due to profit seeking, which was 

mentioned previously. Therefore, the legality of the third-party involvement is expected to be linked to a 

higher amount of sex trafficking victims. Vis-à-vis the penalization of the client, such legislation is 

implemented in order to reduce the consumption of prostitution. It is thus expected to observe a correlation 

between penalization of the clients and a lower amount of sex trafficking victims. 

Considering the qualitative nature of the data, some approximations were performed regarding the legal 

status of prostitution and its related activities, as legal texts contain nuances varying between countries. 

Indeed, the previously mentioned case of Bulgaria illustrates how prostitution is addressed differently in the 

laws of each country. Therefore, one could contest the qualitative classification made of the legal statuses 

of prostitution, according to a different interpretation of the legal texts. Combining brothel ownership and 

pimping can also lead to discussion, as one might contest the homogeneity of the effects of these two 

elements. Moreover, the analysis of the penalization of the clients of legal prostitutes can be discussed, as it 

concerns an extreme minority of the cases. In this study it only concerns two countries; Sweden and Norway. 

The case of France is not taken into account as the data has been collected prior to the change of the 

penalization system Therefore this element has to be interpreted with caution.  

 

4.2.2.3  Data reflecting the quality of government 

 

The quality of governments and their legal systems is encountered in the literature and is considered as 

having a possible influence on human trafficking and sex trafficking. In order to highlight the quality of the 

governance, the variable coded as “goveffectvns “assess the quality of the governments, their laws, and their 

implementation. The variable used in the analysis is the estimated perception of the quality of public services, 

civil services, and their independence from political pressure. It also resembles the perceived quality of 

policy formulation and implementation, and the reliability of the government’s commitment to these former. 

The estimate form consists in national scores, ranging from -2,5 to 2,5, in units of a standard normal 

distribution. The source is the World Data Bank: Worldwide Governance Indicators (World Bank a , 2016). 
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4.2.2.4  Expectations and Limitations 

 

It is expected that better government effectiveness would imply relatively less trafficking, due to possibly 

more regulation and better law implementations. However, the variable used to reflect the government 

effectiveness has to be examined with nuance. Indeed, it does not reflect the actual effectiveness of the 

governments but how they are perceived by the population. The nature of this variable may bias the results 

depending on the insight given by the interviewees and how it is processed into an estimate. The table 1 of 

the World Bank Policy Research Working Paper on Governance Indicators (Kaufmann & Kraay, 2007) 

reflects the mechanisms possibly creating biases. The insights of different kinds of actors are gathered. They 

are experts, survey respondents and aggregate indicators combining respondents. Moreover, the insights are 

compiled concerning the rules themselves or their outcomes, according to the type of actor, and then 

gathered into estimates. 

 

4.2.2.5 Other variables of interest 

 

In order to create a more comprehensive analysis of the possible influence of the legal status of prostitution 

on the size of the sex trafficking market, other variables are included in the study. In the Previous research 

and Theory sections above, the importance of societal elements has been highlighted. Four of these 

components have been selected: 

1) The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita based on purchasing power parity converted in 

international dollars is included in the analysis, as it can be considered as a traditional tool to measure and 

compare the level of production of different countries while taking into account their respective population 

size. The variable coded as “gdppc” controls for the GDP per capita based on purchasing power parity 

converted in international dollars. International dollars have the same purchasing power over GDP as the 

U.S. dollars have in the United States of America. Such a measure improves cross-country comparisons of 

GDP, since it eliminates biases that may come from each country’s currency. Data are in constant 2011 

international dollars and are an average for the period 2010-2012.The source of data is (World Bank b, 

2016). 

2) The Human Development Index (HDI) is also included as it is a variable composed of indicators for the 

life expectancy, the education and income per capita. It is presented as an indicator assessing the 

development of countries, other than sole economic production. Moreover, the United Development 

programme presents it as a useful tool to analyse the national policy choices. The source for this data is the 

database of the United Nations Development Programme (United Nations, 2016). -The variable coded as 

“hdi” controls for the index, it corresponds to the estimations for 2011. This variable, through its analysis, 
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highlights a main limitation concerning the sample studied. Indeed, the HDI indicates, as it will be developed 

further, overall homogeneous scores for the countries of the sample. Moreover, as mentioned previously, 

the sample is composed of countries that are part of common economic agreements and located in the same 

regions. Therefore, a relative uniformity can be assumed and observed concerning the level of development 

of these countries. One might argue that this resemblance between the countries of the sample might 

represent a limitation to the scope of the results.  

3) The population is also taken into account as it might influence the amount of victims per country. The 

variable coded as “pop” controls for the population size. Indeed, as stated previously, prostitution is 

considered as a demand-driven market. Therefore, a larger population might be considered as perhaps linked 

with more demand for prostitution, it is expected to create a “scale effect” countries with a larger population 

would be hosting more sex trafficking victims. The terms population and habitants encompass all the 

residents of a country, regardless of citizenship or legal status, except for individuals considered as 

population of their origin country, such as refugees not permanently established. Population per 100.000 

habitants is also used in order to gain more simplicity. The source for the population data and its 

transformed version is the World Bank Databank (World Bank b, 2016).  

4) Finally, a variable used as a proxy for criminality is used, as the link between criminality, human trafficking 

and sex trafficking is still debated in the literature. The variable coded as “crimavg” is constructed from the 

averages of the time period 2010-2012 for the following indicators: Intentional homicides, Thefts, Sexual 

assaults, Rapes and Sexual Violence. It is measured in number of offences. The construction of this variable 

has been made with data from the Eurostat database “Crime and Criminal Justice” (Eurostat, 2016). This 

variable represents limitations as it depends on the quality of the registration of offences. Indeed, unreported 

offences, or felonies hidden by corruption for example, might be not reflected effectively. Moreover, it is 

the product of an average. All alterations to data might result in unobserved biases, such as missing data in 

the original data. 

 

4.3 Method 

 

The estimation method is Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) where the purpose is to minimize the sum of the 

square residuals. The model can be specified in matrix form (Katchova, 2013), as the following: 

𝐸⟨𝑦|𝑥⟩ = 𝑥´𝛽 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑥1 + 𝛽2𝑥2+,… ,+𝛽𝑛𝑥𝑛 

Where the coefficients (𝛽𝑛) of the explanatory variables are calculated to estimate the predicted values of 

the dependent variable (𝑦). Certain assumptions must hold to assure the values are predicted correctly. 
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Traditionally, the assumptions are exogeneity of regressors, homoscedasticity and no correlation between 

observations.  

The t-test measures the significance of the individual coefficients and is evaluated with testing for the 

rejection of the null hypothesis (H0) that the coefficient is not statistically different from zero with an 

alternative hypothesis (H1) that the coefficient is statistically different from zero.  

The F-test measures the significance of the joint significance of the model and tests whether the relationship 

between the dependent and explanatory variables is significant. The testing process for the null and the 

alternative hypotheses is similar to the one previously presented for the t-test. 

The goodness of fit is measured with the R-squared statistic and provides a measurement for the regression 

estimated. The range is from 0 to 1, with the latter being a perfect fit. However, the measurement always 

increases with the addition of new variables. In order to adjust the goodness of the fit by correcting for the 

number of variables, the Adjusted R-square is calculated. 

For the econometric estimation developed in the section Empirical Analysis, all the continuous variables 

are transformed to the base of natural logarithm, in order to be able to calculate the elasticities between the 

variables. On the contrary, the legal dummy variables are not transformed, since their measurement is based 

on the reference of zero to one. The model specifications follow a stepwise process, in which additional 

explanatory variables are included in each step. This stepwise process is implemented in order to compare 

the difference created by each additional variable in the estimation outputs. 

The stepwise process is implemented in the following order with the model specifications and numbers: 

(1) ln(𝑎𝑣𝑔𝑣𝑖𝑐)𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽2ln(hdi)𝑖+ 𝛽3ln(pop)𝑖+ 𝛽4ln(crimavg)𝑖+

𝛽5ln(gdppc)𝑖+ 𝜀𝑖 

Where the natural logarithm of the average victims (avgvic) is the dependent variable and the dummy variable 

reflecting the legal status of prostitution (legprosti) is an explanatory variable; the variables indicating the 

natural logarithm for the HDI (hdi), the natural logarithm for the total population (pop), the natural logarithm 

of the estimated average criminality (crimavg) and the natural logarithm for the GDP per capita (gdppc) are 

control variables; the constant is𝛼; and the error term is𝜀; for 𝑖 countries in the sample.  

(2) ln(𝑎𝑣𝑔𝑣𝑖𝑐)𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑙𝑒𝑔3𝑟𝑑𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝑖 + 𝛽3ln(hdi)𝑖+ 𝛽4ln(pop)𝑖+

𝛽5ln(crimavg)𝑖+ 𝛽6ln(gdppc)𝑖+ 𝜀𝑖 

Where the dependent variable, the explanatory variable and the control variables remain; the dummy 

variable reflecting the legal status of the third-party involvement (leg3rdparty) is added. 

(3) ln(𝑎𝑣𝑔𝑣𝑖𝑐)𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽2penclient𝑖 + 𝛽3ln(hdi)𝑖+ 𝛽4ln(pop)𝑖+

𝛽5ln(crimavg)𝑖+ 𝛽6ln(gdppc)𝑖+ 𝜀𝑖 
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Where the previous model specifications remain, except for the dummy variable reflecting the legal status 

of the third-party involvement is replaced by the dummy variable reflecting the possible penalization of the 

clients of legal prostitution (penclient). 

(4) ln(𝑎𝑣𝑔𝑣𝑖𝑐)𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑙𝑒𝑔3𝑟𝑑𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝑖 + 𝛽3penclient𝑖 + 𝛽4ln(hdi)𝑖+

𝛽5ln(pop)𝑖+ 𝛽6ln(crimavg)𝑖+ 𝛽7ln(gdppc)𝑖+ 𝜀𝑖 

Where the previous model specifications remain and the dummy variable reflecting the legal status of the 

third-party involvement (leg3rdparty) is included again. 

(5) ln(𝑎𝑣𝑔𝑣𝑖𝑐)𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑙𝑒𝑔3𝑟𝑑𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝑖 + 𝛽3𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑙𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑖 +

𝛽4(𝑔𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑣𝑛𝑠)𝑖 + 𝛽5ln(hdi)𝑖+ 𝛽6ln(pop)𝑖+ 𝛽7ln(crimavg)𝑖+ 𝛽8ln(gdppc)𝑖+ 𝜀𝑖 

Where the previous model specifications remain and the explanatory variable reflecting the perceived 

government effectiveness is added. 

(6) ln(𝑎𝑣𝑔𝑣𝑖𝑐)𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑙𝑒𝑔3𝑟𝑑𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝑖 + 𝛽3𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑙𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑖 +

𝛽4(𝑔𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑣𝑛𝑠)𝑖 + 𝛽5ln(pop)𝑖+ 𝛽6ln(crimavg)𝑖+ 𝛽7ln(gdppc)𝑖+ 𝜀𝑖 

Where the previous model specifications remain except for the removal of the natural logarithm of (hdi), 

controlling for the HDI. 

 

 

5  Empirical Analysis 

5.1 Descriptive statistics 

 

In order to provide further information to help interpreting the data through the analysis of the model, it is 

required to first present the descriptive statistics of the variables. The descriptive statistics are a first step in 

data analysis, making a preliminary analysis of the pattern and trends possible.  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics, continuous variables 

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      
avgvic100000pop 28 1,25 1,43 0,15 5,91 

goveffectvns 28 1,10 0,66 -0,29 2,24 

hdi 28 0,86 0,05 0,76 0,94 

pop 28 1,78E+07 2,33E+07 4,17E+05 8,13E+07 

crimavg 28 63495,81 107870,70 326,44 413031,10 

gdppc 28 33572,38 15874,93 12459,10 90007,70 

*Averages for the period 2010-2012  

Note: adapted with data from Eurostat, World Bank Databank  

 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the totality of the continuous variables. First, it may be possible 

to observe a high degree of variation in the dependent variable. This appears to indicate that the average 

number of victims per 100000 habitants varies considerably between the countries of the sample. This high 

degree of variation perseveres even when adjusting to the population size. The variable estimating the 

effectiveness of the government appears to be on the upper side of the range – which varies from -2,5 to 

+2,5 - indicating that the effectiveness perception receive an overall high score over the country sample. 

However, there are some countries which fall into the negative side of the calculated range. These countries 

are Romania and Serbia, with estimated scores of -0,29 and -0,1, respectively. The variable reflecting the 

HDI seems to reflect that the scores are high overall, for the Human Development Index. As they all seem 

to fall in the fourth quartile of the total index which may reflect a high level of development over the 

countries of the sample. The variable reflecting the population size of the countries shows that size differs 

substantially throughout the sample. The variable reflecting the average criminality shows a high degree of 

variation between the criminality of the countries. It is important to note here that the values reflect the 

average crimes per country and is not adjusted to the population size. The variable estimating the Gross 

Domestic Product per capita traduces the relative homogeneity suspected regarding the economic output 

per capita of the countries composing the sample. 
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Table 2. Legal dummy variables 

  Freq. Percent Cum. 

Legal status of prostitution* 
 

0 5 17.86 17.86 

1 23 82.14 100.00 

    
 Legal status of the third-party involvement* 

0 25 89.29 89.29 

1 3 10.71 100.00 

    
Penalisation of clients of legal prostitution** 

0 26 92.86 92.86 

1 2 7.14 100.00 

*Value 0=illegal, Value 1= legal/tolerated 

** Value0=no penalization, Value 1= penalization 

 

The Table2, presents the legal dummies constructed from the qualitative data gathered. It is possible to 

suggest primary potential patterns: prostitution is legal or tolerated in the majority of the studied countries. 

Inversely, the legality of the third-party involvement is observed in a minority of the sample. Also, the 

penalization of clients within the frame of a legal prostitution is observed in a minor part of the sample. The 

two latest only occur when prostitution is legal, as suggested previously. Other reasons might explain the 

scarcity of such policies across the sample.  

In order to gain perspective regarding the distribution of victims depending on the legal status of 

prostitution, its related activities and the legalisation of its consumption, additional visual aids have been 

produced. Appendix figures 3 to 5 aim to show the respective distributions. As stated, prostitution is legal 

in the majority of the countries of the sample. The two countries where the average of victims per 100 000 

habitants is the highest are Bulgaria and the Netherlands, where prostitution is respectively tolerated and 

legal. Nevertheless, some countries where prostitution is illegal have a relatively high ratio of victims per 

100 000 habitants, suggesting the possible influence of additional variables on the sex trafficking market. A 

minority of the sample consider the third-party involvement as legal, it consists of three countries: Germany, 

Spain and the Netherlands. Once again, it is considered difficult to identify any strong pattern within the 

sample. Regarding the penalization of clients buying services from legal prostitutes, only two countries 

implemented them; Norway and Sweden. These two countries have relative low ratios of victims per 100 

000habitants, compared to the rest of the sample. The penalization of the clients might be considered as a 

possible explanation, however, other variables have to be taken into consideration. 
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5.2 Results 

Table 3. Regression outputs 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

VARIABLES lnavgvic lnavgvic lnavgvic lnavgvic lnavgvic lnavgvic 

       

legprosti 0,00832 0,189 -0,220 0,00319 0,149 0,189 

 (0,838) (0,837) (0,920) (0,920) (0,927) (0,908) 

leg3rdparty  1,163*  0,990 1,135 1,180* 

  (0,668)  (0,682) (0,681) (0,678) 

penclient   -1,043** -0,728* -0,593 -0,551 

   (0,433) (0,416) (0,351) (0,400) 

 goveffectvns     -0,749 -0,522 

     (0,564) (0,512) 

lnhdi -1,487 -4,335 0,0533 -2,837 4,295  

 (6,493) (6,633) (6,769) (6,959) (9,019)  

lnpop 0,914** 0,759* 0,826** 0,720* 0,589 0,563 

 (0,335) (0,369) (0,360) (0,383) (0,442) (0,423) 

lncrimavg 0,0667 0,126 0,143 0,171 0,194 0,251 

 (0,356) (0,366) (0,386) (0,388) (0,442) (0,402) 

lngdppc -0,659 -0,516 -0,863 -0,680 -0,521 -0,574 

 (0,559) (0,580) (0,599) (0,622) (0,670) (0,586) 

Constant -4,469 -4,778 -1,227 -2,470 -0,506 -1,040 

 (6,972) (7,047) (7,667) (7,634) (7,812) (8,038) 

       

Observations 28 28 28 28 28 28 

Prob > F 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 

R-squared 0,701 0,734 0,721 0,743 0,759 0,756 

Adj. R-squared 0,634 0,658 0,641 0,653 0,658 0,671 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

It can be observed in the model specification (1) that the variable “legprosti” shows a positive relationship 

between legal or tolerated prostitution and the average number of victims. The size of the coefficient is 

relatively low since it only represents an increase of less than 1% of the dependent variable holding all the 

other variables constant. However, the coefficient is not statistically significant as the error is relatively high, 

especially when compared to the size of the coefficient. The control variable for the HDI shows a negative 

relation with the dependant variable. The size of the coefficient is relatively high since it represents a possible 

decrease of 1,5% in the dependent variable, holding all the other variables constant. However, the coefficient 

is not statistically significant. The control variable for the population shows a positive relation with the 
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dependant variable. The size of the coefficient is relatively high as it represents a possible increase in 0,9%, 

holding all the other variables constant. The coefficient can be considered statistically significant at the 5% 

level, and rejecting the null hypothesis. The control variable “crimavg” shows a positive relation with the 

dependent variable. However, the coefficient is relatively low, and is not statistically significant. The control 

variable “gdppc” shows a negative relationship with the dependent variable. However, it is not statistically 

significant, as it can be reflected by the standard error. The relationships between the explanatory variables, 

control variables and the dependent variables are mostly expected. The negative relationship between the 

variable “gdppc” and the dependent variable might be linked to the relative homogeneity of the sample, and 

might be reflecting another influencing element which is also associated with a decrease of the dependent 

variable but also linked to GDP per capita. The adjusted R-squared of the model specification (1) is of 0,634 

which shows a relative good fit of the model when adjusted for the number of variables 

 

The model specification (2) introduces the variable “leg3rdparty”: it shows a positive relation with the 

dependant variable. The notably high coefficient might be linked to the relatively high average victims in 

the Netherlands but also to the fact that there are only three countries where the third-party involvement is 

legal (Spain, Germany and the Netherlands). It is statistically significant at the 10% level. A modification 

can be observed regarding the control variable “pop”, as its coefficient decreases, when holding the other 

variables constant. It is statistically significant at the 10% level. The other variables of the model specification 

are statistically not significant. The positive relationship between the variable “leg3rdparty” and the 

dependent variable is expected, as the legality of prostitution related activities is a central element of the 

ongoing debate, it is often suggested as a facilitating channel for sex trafficking. The adjusted R-squared of 

the model specification (2) is of 0,658 which shows a relatively better fit of the model than for model (1). 

 

The model specification (3) introduces the explanatory variable “penclient”. It shows a negative relation 

with the dependent variable. The notably high coefficient might be linked to the relatively low average 

victims in Sweden and Norway, the only two countries of the sample where prostitution is legal and the 

clients penalized. It is statistically significant at the 5% level. A modification can be observed concerning 

the control variable “pop”, as when holding the other variables constant, its coefficient increases and is 

statistically significant at the 10% level. The other variables of the model are not statistically significant, 

however it is important to note that a modification is observed regarding the relation between the variable 

“hdi” and the dependent variable, it might be linked to a possible correlation between the two countries 

where the clients are penalized and their high HDI. As prostitution is legal in these two countries, an 

analogous effect might be suggested for the change in sign for the relationship between the variable 

“legprosti” and the dependent variable. The positive relationship between the penalisation of the clients and 

the dependent variable is expected as the implementation of such legalisations is made in order to prevent 
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the consumption of prostitution and potentially sex trafficking. The adjusted R-squared of the model 

specification (3) is 0,641, which shows a relative better fit of the model than for model (1) but less than 

model (2). 

The model specification (4) includes the three legal dummies. The variable “penclient” shows a modification 

of its coefficient, as it decreases. The relation of the variables with the dependent variable remains negative 

and is statistically significant at the 10% rate. The other variables are not statistically significant. The adjusted 

R-squared is of 0,653 which shows a relative better fit of the model than for the models (1) and (3), but 

lesser than for the model (3). 

 

The model specification (5) includes the explanatory variable “goveffectvns”, it shows a negative relation 

with the dependant variable. However, none of the variables of this model specification are significant. The 

relationships between the variables and the dependent variables do not get inversed by this change, except 

concerning the variable “hdi”. This modification might be linked with a possible correlation with the new 

variable included. Indeed, countries with a higher HDI might have better perceived government 

effectiveness. The adjusted R-squared is of 0,658 which shows a relative good fit of the model, it is higher 

than for the models (1), (3) and (4) and comparable with the fit of the model (2). 

 

The model specification (6) includes all the variables, except for the control variable “hdi”. The variable 

“leg3rdparty” shows a positive relation with the dependant variable; when holding the other variables 

constant, its coefficient is noticeably high and similar to the one observed in the model specification (2). It 

is statistically significant at the 10% level, it is the most statistically significant variable and with the largest 

coefficient of the model specification (6). The majority of the coefficients behave comparably as in the 

previous models. The adjusted R-squared is the highest one as it is of 0,671, expressing a better fit for the 

model (6). 

 

Throughout the various model specifications, there is no loss of observations, as they remain 28. Moreover, 

the F statistic is significant at the 1% level for all the model specifications, indicating that there seems to be 

some element that may explain part of the dependent variable in all the model specifications. Changes in 

coefficients can be observed when adding variables, but overall, they seem to behave relatively similarly, 

across the models. Although the exact relationships are not possible to determine in these models, there 

seems to be at least some degree of association between the variables of interest. 
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5.3 Discussion 

 

The model presented in this study shows several limitations and restrictions. On the one hand, the data 

differs from the one used in the studies of international flows of human trafficking, in the interest of 

avoiding confusion with studies concerning human smuggling and illegal migrations, and is a source of 

precision focusing on the total number of identified and presumed sex trafficking victims; whether they are 

from the country where they are exploited, whether they entered the country legally or illegally. On the other 

hand, the use of this specific data limits the scope of the model. Indeed, the sample size is extremely limited 

which is possibly one of the main obstacles for the implementation of a regression analysis. Furthermore, 

the sample might represent a bias in the sense that it only takes into account the countries having the capacity 

to provide precise data concerning the form of exploitation endured by the victims. Indeed, one can argue 

for a presence of bias as countries effectuating precise data concerning human trafficking and sex trafficking 

might be more engaged into the prevention of these crimes. Moreover, the cross country study lacks a time 

dimension as the information concerning sex trafficking victims is only available for the time period 2010-

2012. Therefore, one might consider the results of the calculation as lacking in depth and are in need of a 

cautious analysis.  

The descriptive statistics allowed to identify possible patterns within the sample and to raise awareness about 

the risk of bias. Indeed, the variables regarding the government effectiveness and the HDI can be considered 

as indicators of a possible homogeneity which is observable through the sample. Moreover, the 

implementation of legislations such as the sanctioning of the clients and the allowing of the third-party 

involvement are concerning a minority of the countries of the sample. Therefore, the majority of the cases 

included in the study are countries where prostitution is legal, the third-party involvement illegal and the 

buying of prostitution not sanctioned, as reflected through the descriptive statistics of the legal dummy 

variables. The scarcity of cases of countries penalising the client might also represent an additional risk of 

bias. It can be observed that the two countries of the sample implementing such laws are Nordic countries 

with HDI situated in the higher end of the index. Therefore, these two cases might induce other variables 

influencing the results and that are not controlled for. Besides, an analogous influence on the calculation 

can be suggested through the variable of the third-party involvement. Indeed, only three countries in the 

sample allow the involvement of third-parties in prostitution related activities. The Netherlands is included 

into this group but it also is one of the two countries having the highest shares of victims in the sample. 

The case of the Netherlands might influence the results as its high share of victims might push up the 

average number of victims in the group of countries allowing the third party involvement. 

The stepwise model specifications are implemented in order to observe the possible effects of the addition 

of new variables in the model. The use of three different dummy variables reflecting the legal status of 

prostitution, its related activities and its consumption suggest a possible contribution to the ongoing debate 

in the literature. Variations regarding the relationship between the legal dummies and the dependent variable 



34 
 

can be observed between the model specifications (1), (2), (3) and (4), as the legal dummies are included 

into the model. The legal prostitution compared to its illegality can be suggested as having a positive relation 

with the average observed victims. However, in the model specification (3), the legalisation of the 

prostitution has a negative relation with the dependent variable. A possible explanation is the influence of 

the introduction of the variable concerning the penalisation of the clients on the variable reflecting the 

legalisation of the prostitution. The addition of the variable reflecting the legal status of the third-party 

involvement is accompanied to a positive relationship between the legal status of prostitution and the 

dependent variable, suggesting an analogous mechanism of influence with the variable “penclient”. The 

analysis of the three legal dummies can lead to a suggestion regarding the importance of the peripheral laws 

concerning prostitution. Indeed, the legalisation of the third-party involvement and the penalisation of the 

client seem to be complemented by the variable reflecting the legal status of prostitution and thus, having a 

joint influence on the average number of victims within the countries in the sample. The coefficient of the 

variable “legprosti” has a relatively low value in the model specifications (1) and (4), such values might be 

reflecting a more considerable impact of the dummy variables “leg3rdparty” and “penclient”. However, this 

possible strong influence might be the result of the characteristics of the countries concerned by the 

additional dummy variable, as it was described earlier. 

The final step the addition of explanatory variables is the inclusion of the variable reflecting the perception 

of the government effectiveness. Indeed, it is suggested in the literature that it is not only the law that 

matters, but also how it is implemented. After the removal of the control variable for HDI, which was 

suspected of a possible correlation with the variable, it may be possible to observe a relationship between 

government effectiveness and the number of average victims, through the legal dummies. However, the lack 

of statistical significance prevents from any clear results. However, it is important to recall the possible 

difficulties when including subjective data in the analysis.  

One can note here, that the model has indeed many limitations and considerable estimation difficulties. 

However, the use of mixed quantitative and qualitative data in addition to the focus on the number of 

victims attempts to follow the direction by Van Impe (2000) to bring a multidisciplinary input into the 

calculation. The consideration of legal systems in both a qualitative and quantitative approach, in addition 

to the use of a data that might be able to reflect the amplitude of the human cost induced by a market and 

its extension. The control for elements reflecting societal aspects, might be considered as a suggestion to 

implement the many elements considered in the literature as crucial to the analysis of human trafficking and 

sex trafficking. Using a multidisciplinary approach to country cases might be a proposition of how to identify 

the features that may possibly be correlated with sex trafficking.  

Finally, it is crucial to remark that as it has been developed in the study by Cho et al. (2013), the method of 

cross-sectional analysis might outline some possible relationships of incidende between the variables 

included and the explanatory variable, it does not allow to provide a solid conclusion regarding whether the 

legalisation of prostitution results in an increase of trafficking or not. In order to highlight the effect of the 
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change of law, an extended time frame including data before and after this change would be necessary. 

However, time-series data on the number of victims is scarce, the inplementation of cross-country studies 

are a first step in the analysis of sex trafficking.  

   

 

6 Conclusion  

 

Studies concerning sex trafficking market and its relationships with the legal system regarding prostitution, 

its related activities and consumption are still relatively scarce to this day. The analysis of the output of the 

field of study focusing on human trafficking and sex trafficking highlights the novelty of the matter, as 

theories are also rare and the research is housing extensive debates related to the lack of evidences vis-à-vis 

the effects of the legal systems. The aim of this study is to suggest a method and the use of a certain type of 

data in order to propose a more precise way to study sex trafficking and a possible addition to the actual 

theories hosting contradictions, which lead to debates regarding the effects of the legality of prostitution 

and the causes of sex trafficking. The main focus is the highlighting of the potential influence of the legal 

system concerning prostitution on the size of the illegal market of sex trafficking. A suggestion is made to 

use the number of victims as a proxy to report the size of the sex trafficking market. 

The approach consisting in analysing sex trafficking as a market composed of a specific demand and supply 

allows to feature not only the international scale of sex trafficking but also its domestic scale, it also 

emphasizes on the nature of the goods exchange on the market: trafficked human beings. A multidisciplinary 

approach is necessary to the study of sex trafficking as it is an illegal markets with direct threats to human 

rights. The ongoing debate in the literature sheds light on the complexity of this field of study as the possible 

elements having incidence on sex trafficking are multiple and various in nature. 

The global treaties condemning human trafficking condemn the whole process implemented by the sex 

trafficking market, and are relatively generally acknowledged worldwide. However, the persistence of this 

illegal market suggests the importance of national laws as they are also able to target the supply and 

additionally the local markets and their demand. The focus on the implementation of the laws suggests the 

importance of a transparent application of the laws as a crucial element to contest sex trafficking.  

Hence it is possible to suggest the existence of a relationship between the prostitution laws and sex 

trafficking market. Indeed, as for other markets, policy makers have the opportunity to implement laws 

allowing commercialisation or creating boundaries for economic activities. However, it seems that the legal 

status of prostitution itself is not a sufficient element: Its broader frame including legal statuses regarding 

prostitution related activities and the consumption of prostitution appears to also have an influence on sex 
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trafficking markets. Moreover, as much as a state transparency and efficiency to implement its laws can be 

considered as a condition for a good economic development, they also seem to matter regarding the sex 

trafficking market. It can be suggested for policy making to evaluate the sex trafficking issue with a multiple 

approach as it is a market based on the privation of human rights of individuals which is influenced by laws, 

states and possibly populations.  

 

Suggestions can be made regarding possible further research; the study of human trafficking flows might be 

considered as lacking a focus on local victims trafficked within the borders of a single country. However, it 

emphasizes the patterns in trafficking routes, allowing to apply policy changes in light of certain trafficking 

flows. Therefore, it might be considered as a logical further step for making the studies focusing on sex 

trafficking more responsive.  

Elements discussed in the presentation of the previous research still need to be analysed with more depth 

in order to establish their possible influence on sex trafficking market. This illegal activity is broadly analysed 

as a part demand driven market. The demand is analysed in the literature as a reason for the implementation 

of a supply for sex slaves (Reynolds, 1986; Schauer & Wheaton, 2006; Wheaton et al., 2010). It might be 

therefore recommended to analyse more precisely the characteristics of the demand. This suggestion meets 

the aims of the field of study focusing on the gendered aspect of sex trafficking. The illegal market is 

considered as being influenced by societal elements related to informal institutions. In order to implement 

a focus on gender in the multi-disciplinary approach, it is essential to be able to gather data which breaks 

down the number of victims between genders. Indeed it has been suggested that consumption patterns for 

prostitution might be linked with gender equality issues, therefore a gendered political economy approach 

to trafficking is suggested as an answer to the actual gaps in the analysis (Limoncelli, 2009; Raymond, 2004). 

The qualitative aspect concerning the studies of sexual trafficking can also be deepened as the 

implementation of the law is suggested as a possible important influence, focusing on the regulation of 

prostitution can be put forward as a possible path to use in order to extend sex trafficking studies. The 

studies concerning sex trafficking are still in early stages and many suggestions are made in the literature in 

order to enrich the field of study. However, the main issue is the nature of the topic studied; it lacks 

transparency and cannot be observed or estimated in its totality as it concerns illegal markets. The recent 

gain of interest in some institutions regarding the urgency to address this economic and humanitarian issue 

might create new opportunities into the availability of data, which will greatly benefit empirical studies of 

this nature.  
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8 Appendix  

 

Appendix 1: Country list 

Country Code 

Belgium BEL 

Bulgaria BGR 

Croatia HRV 

Cyprus CYP 

Czech R. CZE 

Denmark DNK 

Estonia EST 

Finland FIN 

France FRA 

Germany DEU 

Greece GRC 

Hungary HUN 

Ireland IRL 

Italy ITA 

Latvia LVA 

Lithuania LTU 

Luxembourg LUX 

Malta MLT 

Norway NOR 

Poland POL 

Romania ROM 

Serbia SRB 

Slovak R. SVK 

Slovenia SVN 

Spain ESP 

Sweden  SWE 

The Netherlands NLD 

United Kingdom GBR 

 

 



42 
 

 

Appendix 2: Average victims by country, Quartiles 

Variable   obs. Mean S.D. Min .25 Mdn .75 Max 

         
avgvic100000pop 28 1.25 1.43 0.15 0.41 0.74 1.72 5.91 
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